The results suggest that a high proportion of patients were satisfied with the deputising service they received.
Introduction
A recurring theme in the government's programme for improving primary health care is the intention to satisfy patients' requirements.' Steps are to be taken that will ensure that the views of patients influence how family practitioner services are organised and provided. One widely supported criterion for receiving a good practice allowance listed in the discussion document2 is the availability of general practitioners to patients, which is reflected in the intention to increase the average number of hours a week spent in surgery sessions for a doctor to qualify for the basic practice allowance. No For the sampled records we sent a postal questionnaire, covering letter, and reply paid envelope to the patient, usually within three working days after the original call, requesting completion and return by the patient, relative, or person who knew the circumstances of the call. Questionnaires were not sent, however, to the 3% of households in which the record showed a sensitive situation-for example, that the patient had died or that another family crisis existed. If the questionnaire was not returned within seven days after initial dispatch a further questionnaire and a letter of reminder were sent. After seven more days we started an intensive follow up procedure, telephoning patients at home, whenever possible, to determine whether there was a simple explanation. Temporary research SThis and other technical terms were paraphrased in questionnaire.
assistants in each of the urban areas then visited the patients to collect completed questionnaires and to help with their completion, when necessary. In a pilot study we had established that similar responses were obtained in two groups of patients randomly allocated to be sent a questionnaire within a day or two after the call to the deputising service or after seven days, and we therefore thought that our findings did not depend crucially on the time when the completed questionnaire was received. The intelligibility of the questionnaire used in this study and the consistency of the responses of patients were tested by interviewing 34 patients who seven days previously had completed and returned the questionnaire and comparing their responses with those in the original. In general, the discrepancies were minor or arbitrarily distributed.
The questionnaires were matched with the corresponding records of the calls and coded for analysis.
Results
Of a total of 13 patients to treatment by deputising services have been conducted either on self selected subscribers to an association that is likely to be socioeconomically atypical,21 or on patients of a single practice3 or a small group of practices in a particular area. 4 Out of surgery hours patients are generally more satisfied with contacts with doctors from their own doctor's practice than from deputising services.
In a careful study in north London interviewers rated the degree of satisfaction of 180 patients or their carers (73% response rate) with certain aspects of consultations out of hours. 14 General practitioners visited more quickly than deputies (72% within the hour v 53%), but the effects of the time of day or day of the week and the doctors' selection of which patients to visit urgently rather than to advise by telephone were apparently not controlled for. Among patients aged under 60 (only) the global satisfaction rating was lower for a deputy's visits than for those of a general practitioner or for telephone calls.
The present s.udy is geographically representative and can claim to portray what most patients in British towns think about treatment from deputising services. The letter accompanying the questionnaire explained that they had been visited by a deputy; this may have reduced the likelihood of obtaining a more favourable response if the respondents thought that the deputies were from their doctors' practices as a third of patients who had anticipated seeing their own doctors at this time were less satisfied. It is reassuring that over 80% of patients were satisfied with the deputy's handling of the visit. A few potentially sensitive consultations were, however, excluded from the survey and, arguably, it is in these circumstances that a household may particularly wish to see a familiar doctor. The perceived performance of the deputising service could have been temporarily raised by performing the survey; our triplicate version of the usual record forms was introduced six weeks before the survey to minimise the effect of novelty.
In a previous study we showed that deputising services responded with a visit, when requested, within one hour after the request in 57% of cases,'5 a similar proportion to that in this study (60%), which was marginally lower than might have been expected as a result of the disruption of traffic in London due to the (252) (188) ('247) . hurricane, but less than that in studies in north west England (64%)6 and in Portsmouth (67%).' Around 80% of the patients in this study were nevertheless satisfied with the waiting time. Fewer patients waited beyond 120 minutes (8%) than for visits by a doctor from the patient's own practice (17%) or another doctor (27%) in a national survey,'8 and in our study nearly half of these patients were, nevertheless, satisfied. As before there was evidence of differentially quick responses to messages which conveyed life threatening circumstances.' Of those patients who sought help, 95% wanted a doctor to visit, though this may have arisen because some general practitioner subscribers who took the initial calls may have passed to the deputising service only those calls they could not handle by giving advice over the telephone alone. Paradoxically, though nearly all patients think that at the time they call a visit by the doctor is needed, some doctors receiving calls out of hours think that more than half may be managed without detriment by giving advice over the telephone. 9 Clearly, many urban doctors think that patients treated by deputising services will be adequately looked after. Other doctors, however, continue to accept neither the principle of visiting virtually on demand nor, indeed, the need for deputising services. We conclude that there is a high degree of patient satisfaction with those aspects of the general practitioner deputising services that we investigated.
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